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In the wake of Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 presidential election, mayors of left-leaning 
cities banded together to pursue progressive policies and organize opposition against many of 
Trump’s proposed initiatives (Goodman 2016). Indeed, urban residents are increasingly 
Democratic (Badger, Bui, and Pearce 2016), and their politics are reflected in their 
representatives: 67 percent of mayors of cities over 170,000 are Democrats (Gerber and 
Hopkins 2011).i While liberals are increasingly looking to cities as sources of political and policy 
activism, they may be constrained from implementing these initiatives by more conservative 
state governments. Along with garnering unified control of federal institutions, Republicans 
have enjoyed striking success in state level contests. They currently have unified control over 32 
state legislatures as well as 33 governorships.  
 This dominance matters for local autonomy. Municipal governments largely derive their 
powers from their states. In recent years, multiple journalistic and academic accounts have 
highlighted states using their authority to limit local governments’ ability to pass progressive 
legislation. These preemptive state laws target a wide array of local policies affecting minimum 
wage increases, plastic bag bans, e-cigarette restrictions, and even regulations on gifts in 
McDonald’s Happy Meals (Graham 2017; Schragger 2016). 
 Most of the evidence on state and local conflict stems from case studies. We surveyed 
mayors of medium and large cities to more systematically evaluate local governments’ 
experiences with state government across the United States (Einstein and Glick Forthcoming). 
Among other topics, in summer 2015, we asked 89 mayors questions about financial support 
and regulation from state and federal government.ii  
 We find that mayors are generally concerned about their state governments. Fifty one 
percent of mayors said that laws and regulations from their state governments restrict their 
autonomy more than the average city. Only 22 percent said this about the federal government. 
These regulatory concerns are especially stark in Republican states. Almost 70 percent of 
mayors in Republican states rated their policy autonomy as low or very low, compared with just 
over 50 percent of mayors in Democratic states.  
 Part of this hostility towards Republican state governments is explained by a partisan 
mismatch between local and state officials. Nearly 80 percent of Democratic mayors in 
Republican states rated their local autonomy as being worse than that of an average city. In 
contrast, just over 30 percent of their counterparts in Democratic states felt the same. These 
results hold when we control for local poverty levels and population size.1 As one big city 
Democratic mayor in a conservative state put it, “They’ve declared war on local governments in 
[state redacted], the state legislature has.”  
 We find more limited evidence of a general conservative push against local autonomy. 
Our statistical models find that mayors in more conservative states generally rate their 
autonomy from their state government as lower, all else equal. While directionally consistent, 
however, the relationship is statistically imprecise, leading us to treat these results more 
cautiously.  
Given the policy importance of these state-local conflicts, we hope that our article can 
serve as a starting point for future scholarship. In particular, researchers might begin to 
                                                      
 
systematically measure when states engage in preemption and in which policy areas. In concert 
with our survey, these policy data would help us better understand the efficacy of these 
preemption laws. Are they a way to effectively impinge on local government autonomy, or are 
they at times used by state leaders as ideological signals?  
 Left-leaning cities in over half of American states face substantial institutional obstacles. 
The recent election of Donald Trump means that mayors may face additional challenges from 
the federal government. Moreover, the worsening urban-rural divide that helped fuel Trump’s 
election may create further challenges for local governments in many places where they are 
already struggling with regulatory obstacles.  
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i This political swing impacts a substantial portion of Americans: almost two-thirds of Americans 
live in incorporated places (Cohen 2015).  
ii Full question wording is available in Einstein and Glick (Forthcoming).  
